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Introduction

Obtaining real-time traffic information, applying for jobs, buying things or being an
informed citizen increasingly requires internet use. Offline alternatives are often inferior,
more expensive or non-existent. Altogether, internet access and use yield many
advantages in everyday life in digitised societies and internet non-users are excluded
from possibilities for instance in economical, educational and health realms (DiMaggio
et al., 2004; van Dijk, 2013). Therefore, factors that predict internet non-use, and their
evolution over time are worth examining. This is especially relevant with regard to
whether internet non-use is chosen freely (e.g., media resistance; see Syvertsen, 2017)
or resides in structural social inequalities (see Robinson et al., 2015). Digital divide
research has addressed these structural differences between internet users and non-
users.

Theoretical foundations

Digital divides have been hypothesized to evolve in two different directions over time
(van Dijk, 2005, 2013): with increasing internet penetration, socioeconomic differences
in access to and use of the internet could either undergo normalisation—where existing
differences are expected to fade—or stratification, in which case differences in internet
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adoption and use between socioeconomic groups would remain or be amplified and
existing social inequalities would be reproduced instead of alleviated (DiMaggio et al.,
2004; Robinson et al., 2015). Thus far, it remains empirically unclear which of the two
scenarios has materialized.

Relevance

In societies where internet adoption is almost universal, the disadvantages of not being
online are likely to increase and become even more detrimental to life chances. The
growing importance of the internet for additional areas of everyday life renders potential
digital divides more severe (van Dijk, 2005). With increasing shares of the population
using the internet, those people who cannot profit from its benefits become a potentially
disadvantaged minority. Hence, from a public-policy perspective, internet non-use in
highly digitised societies should be addressed. For the choice of appropriate public
policies to bridge digital divides, empirical assessment of factors influencing internet
non-use in highly digitised societies is needed.

Existing empirical research

Previous studies indicated that differences in socioeconomic background influence
patterns of internet use and non-use (Reisdorf & Groselj, 2017). Whether the
development of internet adoption between different societal groups today reflects
normalisation or stratification remains unclear since there is only little empirical research
on the recent evolution of digital divides. Helsper and Reisdorf (2017), who conducted a
comparative study representative of the Swedish and British population on the evolution
of digital exclusion from 2005 to 2013, argued that an increasingly vulnerable “digital
underclass” is emerging. Still, empirical research on the recent evolution of digital
divides in highly connected societies is insufficient. In order to understand how digital
divides have evolved and will further evolve in the future, more longitudinal studies are
needed. In particular, the choice of appropriate public policies to bridge digital divides
requires more longitudinal assessments.

Research questions

This article contributes to closing this gap by addressing the following research
questions: who remains a non-user in a highly connected society and why? How have
factors that affect internet non-use evolved since 2011? We investigate whether and
how sociodemographic variables explain the probability of individual internet non-use
and discusses how such digital divides have evolved in Switzerland from 2011 to 2019.
Self-reported reasons for non-use are investigated over time and promotional factors for
internet adoption among current non-users are derived.

Method

This study analysed data from biannually repeated cross-sectional representative
surveys of the Swiss population aged 14 years and over from 2011 to 2019 (N = 5’581).
Data was collected through computer-assisted telephone interviews. Multiple binary
logistic regressions tested the association of being a non-user with different
sociodemographic variables over time. In addition, descriptive statistics were computed
to complement the findings with self-reported reasons for non-use and non-users’
intention to use the internet.



Results

Our results reveal that in Switzerland—a country with one of the highest internet
penetrations worldwide—8% of the population or about 600,000 people remain internet
non-users in 2019. From 2011 to 2019, higher educational and income levels were
consistently negatively associated with the probability of being a non-user. Thus, the
lower-educated and economically less affluent were more likely to be non-users. Age
had a positive effect on the probability of being a non-user. The effect of age on the
likelihood of not using the internet has grown since 2011, resulting in a widening age
gap between users and non-users (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Probability of being an internet non-user.
N2o11 = 1,104; N2013 = 1,114; N2o15 = 1,121; N2017 = 1,120; N2019 = 1,120.
Exp(B) stands for odds ratios. Only significant effects (p<.01) are depicted.

Gender did not affect individual internet non-use. With regard to gender, normalisation
tendencies have therefore been found. In contrast, regarding educational and income
level, and age, stratification was observed. Thus, already disadvantaged groups were
more likely to be non-users in the examined period in Switzerland.

The most common self-reported reasons for non-use were a lack of perceived
usefulness of the internet, followed by feeling too old and having insufficient skills to use
it. Interestingly, proxy internet use, i.e., asking someone to do something online,
significantly correlated with an increased intention to use the internet. Thus, an
increased interest in the internet as well as indirect exposure to it can be identified as
key enabling factors for internet use.

Conclusion

This study’s representative, long-term results on the evolution of individual predictors of
internet non-use may form the basis for developing targeted, evidence-based policy
interventions that promote internet use among specific societal groups. First of all,
barriers to internet use related to educational and income level need to be addressed by
policies aiming at mitigating the risk of digital exclusion. Furthermore, enhancing the
perceived usefulness of the internet among non-users and promoting internet skills are
promising starting points for policy interventions. Finally, our results highlight the



importance of indirect exposure to the internet for an increased willingness to use it.
Increasing the possibilities for proxy internet use may thus be another policy focus.
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